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 A second line of effort to counter the pro-Russian influence of radical right-wing parties 

is to exploit the cleavages between these parties.  They are not a monolithic voting block but 

instead have significant differences in their values and platforms; the examination of the PVV 

and the FN highlighted several of these cleavages.  Moreover, it has been demonstrated that the 

radical right historically has had a difficult time uniting, and the ENF in the EU Parliament is 

only two years old.  If legislation or policy agendas are pushed that exacerbate the fault lines 

between the parties, the solidarity of the group may be damaged. 

 Several issues jump out that could cause a split in the ENF.  The first is gay rights.  

Although the FN and many Eastern European radical right parties are hostile to gay rights, the 

PVV is not.  By advocating gay rights, for example, the EU could force the PVV to take a 

different stance than its right-wing brethren.  Meanwhile, foreign policy measures related to 

Israel or NATO could similarly drive a wedge between these parties. 

 Although any EU legislation on the issues mentioned above would not primarily be 

designed to split the ENF, other means could be taken that do specifically seek to create a rift.  

For example, the above topics could be pushed by journalists when interviewing party 

members, thereby compelling them to make public statements contradicting each other.  US 

government officials and diplomats could pursue similar courses of action when engaging with 

these parties.  While such efforts are unlikely to directly undermine the links between Russia 

and these parties, it will weaken the ability of the radical right in Europe to maintain a unified 

pro-Russian voice. 

A third line of effort, and one that relies heavily on the Europeans themselves to enact, is 

to weaken the appeal of these parties.  Sheri Berman recently stated in Foreign Affairs, “The 

best way to ensure that the Le Pens…of the world go down in history as also-rans rather than as 



 

 22 

real threats is to make democratic institutions, parties, and politicians more responsive to the 

needs of all citizens.”103  Although analysts give many different suggestions for ways to 

undermine the appeal of the radical right, the above quote highlights a recurring theme: 

mainstream parties and governments should engage with the people, and especially different 

communities, to understand and be able to respond to their true concerns. 

Two studies in particular demonstrate the above by examining the many different 

strategies that mainstream political parties could use to counter the radical right.  A Chatham 

House report, authored by Matthew Goodwin, shows that, while parties can win short term 

successes by moving to the right and stealing the populist message, they will be hurt in the long 

run.  Instead, Goodwin highlights two other strategies that have potential to lure voters back to 

mainstream parties without compromising core values.  The first, “engagement,” urges 

mainstream parties to launch a grass root campaign that engages directly with the voters in 

order to understand their fundamental concerns, thereby stealing a page from the populist 

playbook.  The second strategy, “interaction,” encourages parties to work with different social 

and ethnic groups to bring them together and, hopefully, lessen the lingering prejudices that fuel 

right-wing populism.104  A separate study by Political Capital concurs with the Chatham House 

strategies and produces two additional unique recommendations that parties can use to counter 

the appeal of the radical right.  The first points out that demonization of right-wing parties 

should be avoided, as it often only serves to increase their appeal to an already marginalized 

voter base.  Meanwhile, the second recommendation focuses specifically on engaging first-time 

voters who are especially enthusiastic about grass-roots politics.  Mainstream parties can 

                                                           
103 Berman, “Populism Is Not Fascism,” 44. 
104 Goodwin, “Right Response,” 23-27. 
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potentially steal the initiative from the radical right by engaging the youth directly.105  To 

summarize, the best way for mainstream parties to lessen the appeal of the radical right is to 

listen directly to voter concerns and work to fix those problems. 

It is obvious from the above discussion of the three major lines of effort that there is no 

simple solution.  Moreover, it is not something that the United States, or any one country, can 

attack alone.  Countering the influence of right-wing parties in Europe, and their ability to work 

as mouthpieces for Moscow’s interests, must involve not only multiple national governments 

but civil society as well, including political parties, the media, financial institutions and 

concerned non-governmental organizations.  Therefore, only through a concerted US diplomatic 

effort, a whole-of-government approach, can the United States cohesively counter the threat that 

European radical right-wing parties pose. 

  

                                                           
105 Political Capital Institute, “How Tackle Far Right?” 
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Conclusion 

 On 15 March 2017, citizens of the Netherlands went to the polls to elect their 

parliament.  In what many consider to be a victory for mainstream parties and a setback for 

populism, the PVV finished a distant second to Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s People’s Party for 

Freedom and Democracy, despite leading in many polls before the elections; the PVV received 

just 13% of the vote, a far cry from their polling high of 20-25% in December 2016.106  

Although this may produce a sigh of relief in those who hope to see the halt of populism, the 

Dutch election hardly means that right-wing radicalism in Europe is on the decline.  Geert 

Wilders’ party still received a higher percentage of votes than it did in the last general election 

(10.1%) and, as Cas Mudde points out, “populism will remain at the center of the Netherlands’ 

politics unless establishment parties address their constituents’ concerns in areas beyond the 

issues of immigration and security.”107 

 France’s presidential elections, which will begin on 23 April 2017, will also be closely 

watched as perhaps another harbinger of the future of populism.  Marine Le Pen currently is 

polling nearly even in the first round of voting with Emmanuel Macron of the center-left “En 

Marche!” party.  Perhaps equally fascinating is that in late March 2017, less than a month 

before the election, Vladimir Putin hosted Le Pen at the Kremlin in a highly-publicized meeting.  

Although he did not formally endorse Le Pen, Putin called for increased intelligence sharing 

between France and Russia and provided Le Pen an excellent public relations opportunity, 

calling her a representative “of a political force that is growing quickly.”108 

                                                           
106 Mudde, “Future of Dutch Democracy,” and Cluskey, “Wilders extends lead.” 
107 Mudde, “Future of Dutch Democracy.” 
108 O’Neal, “Will Putin Endorse Le Pen?” 



 

 25 

 What is clear from the events surrounding both these elections is that right-wing 

populism remains a force to be reckoned with in Europe.  Moreover, Russia shows no signs of 

halting its support for these anti-establishment, anti-EU parties.  However, the United States and 

its European partners need not be relegated to the sidelines in this battle.  The transatlantic 

community can work to counter the threat by exposing the links, exploiting the differences 

between the parties, and lessening their popular appeal.  Although such a strategy does not 

guarantee success, any advances, no matter how small, are important.  Taken together they 

strengthen cohesion in countering Russian actions, which is in the national security interest of 

both the United States and its European partners. 
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